NAVS Discipleship materials

Guidance and Relationships
Aim – To consolidate what we talked about last week on guidance. To help us to apply what we learnt last time about guidance to this whole issue of relationships and also to see what the Bible has to say about relationships.
Introduction – For so many Christians, the issue of relationships is a crucial one and one that many people find a real stumbling block. What we do know from the outset, is that God is working behind the scenes for our choice of marriage partner – indeed He is more concerned about who we marry than we are. 

“We are all searching for love. But the intimacy we crave – knowing and being known, security and real friendship – often proves elusive. We want to trust people, but we are afraid of being hurt. We want to be open with people, but find it hard to be vulnerable. We want to be committed to people, but struggle to sustain our commitment” (Nigel Pollock, pg. 9).

There is so much pressure from the media, from those around us and even from the Church to find a partner. We often think and act as if a successful relationship is the key to happiness and true fulfilment. We do of course have a deeply rooted desire for relationships, but we need to make sure that we have a godly and Biblical perspective towards them.

Why are relationships so important to us? Why do we care so much about having a partner? How has God made us? In what sense is marriage a picture of our relationship with Jesus Christ?

· Relationships are important to us because God made us relational people. God made us with a deeply rooted need for relationships with people. We are made in the image of God and our God is a relational God (Genesis 1:26-27). The creation of man as male and female shows God’s image in harmonious interpersonal relationships” (Grudem, pg. 199). The interpersonal nature of our relationships demonstrates something of the interpersonal nature of the trinity. 
· We are by nature relational people, yet the relationships we have with those around us and with our friends can be so shallow and superficial that we crave intimacy with someone of the opposite sex. The inadequacy of our relationships in general puts pressure on us to seek intimacy with the opposite sex. 
· In the beginning God made man, but because God saw that he was alone He made woman. God made us male and female to live in a unified relationship with one another. Men and women are different, we complement one another, just as God made us to do so.  We were made for marriage, for relationship and within that relationship men and women become one flesh in sex (Genesis 2:18-25). Jensen and Payne say “sex is part of the glue that holds men and women together in a unified relationship” (p132). Yet even marriage often disappoints, for often there is no unity and openness in relationships but conflict with each partner trying to get their own way. True fulfilment comes not from being loved by a partner, but from being loved and accepted by God. 
· Paul uses marriage as a picture of the relationship that we have with Christ. Furthermore Paul describes the process of becoming a Christian in terms of courtship and marriage, saying “I promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present you as a pure virgin to Him” (2 Corinthians 11:2). Paul wants to present us the Church (bride) to her husband as a pure and spotless virgin (Ephesians 5:22-33). 
What does Hollywood say about the person we should marry? How do we know whether a certain person is the one that we are to marry? Is choosing a partner a right or wrong decision or a wise or unwise decision? Who would be a right / wrong choice of partner? What does 1 Peter 3 and Ephesians 5 say about the kind of person who would be a wise choice of partner?

· The world has much to say about the kind of person that we should marry. Hollywood creates in our minds a notion of what the perfect partner looks like. This Hollywood effect leads many to hold out for that ‘perfect’ person or ‘the one’ to come along. But many of the things that Hollywood says we should look for, such as physical appearance, attractiveness and compatibility are not really that important. Looks fade, attractiveness can be deceptive and compatibility is very difficult to judge. We need to think about what the Bible has to say about the kind of person we should be looking to marry. 
· The Bible says that we should marry someone who is not a blood relative, someone who is available and someone who is a Christian. Anyone who satisfies these criteria is a right choice of partner – if not then they are a wrong choice. Every right choice of partner leaves us with the issue of exercising godly wisdom. We must however remember that it is impossible to step outside of God’s plan and miss his plan for our lives. As we saw last time, God can use even our bad choices to bring about His purposes in our lives. Whoever we marry, our choice can not mean that God’s plan for our lives is thwarted. 
· God has given us freedom to choose who we want to marry. But how can we be wise in choosing a partner? What sort of characteristics should we be looking for in a partner? In Paul’s day the choice of partner was very limited and most marriages were in fact arranged. In today’s society much of what the world says about marriage and particularly about our choice of partner is disastrous. The world looks intently for physical appearance, attractiveness and compatibility. 
· The New Testament has things to say about the kind of qualities that wives and husbands should exhibit (1 Peter 3, Ephesians 5). The ideal husband is gentle, loving and sacrificial, the sort of person who looks out for the interests of others, the kind of person who is keen to submit to Christ and who has a living, growing relationship with Him. The godly wife is gentle and quiet in Spirit, she has inner beauty and responsiveness that flow from her relationship with God. Most importantly we should look for someone who helps us to know God better – someone who encourages us to love God and serve God throughout our lives. 
· While we do have a genuine choice over whether to marry or not, but if we do get married we are to marry a believer (1 Corinthians 7:39). “If we marry an unbeliever in our desperation to marry, we have compromised the holiness of our true marriage to Christ” (Jensen & Payne, pg. 140). In 2 Corinthians 6:14-15, Paul highlights the principle that light and darkness cannot have fellowship together and that we should not be unequally yoked with an unbeliever. Obviously, this passage applies much more broadly than to marriage alone, but there is certainly an application here for marriage. This principle is not to restrict our choice but is for the benefit of the couple, the benefit of their families and the benefit of the church. This principle is not restricted to the New Testament either, in the Old Testament there are countless examples of how the people of Israel inter-married with the surrounding nations. In doing so they disobeyed God and consequently turned away from Him. We must be careful that we are not led away from our saviour.
· Some people try to justify a relationship with a non-Christian on the basis that through them, their partner may come to Christ. It may well be that on occasion a non-believing partner comes to faith, but it is much more likely that the non-Christian will drag down the Christian and lead them away from their faith. How can we expect to persevere in our faith if our partner discourages or even opposes our faith in Christ? 
· It is however worth noting that the context of these instructions is when we have choice to do so. Paul gives separate instructions for a person who comes to faith after getting married, for someone who thus does not have any choice (1 Corinthians 7:12-16).
If we remain single is there something wrong with us? Is singleness settling for God’s second best for us? What are the advantages of being single? Why does Paul see it as a blessing and even a gift?

· We are free to marry and free not to marry. For some people, they will not get married but rather will remain single. This doesn’t mean that they are second best, or that they are missing out. Indeed Paul points out that there are distinct advantages of being single, especially in the Lord’s work. In 1 Corinthians 7:1 Paul says “it is good for a man not to marry”. He gives a reason in verses 32-35 saying that it is harder to have undivided devotion to the Lord when you are married. People like Paul or John Stott, would surely testify that they could not have served God in the way that they did, had they not been single!
· In verse 7 Paul says “I wish that all men were as I am. But each man has his own gift from God; one has this gift, another has that.” Singleness is a gift but it is certainly not God’s second best for our lives. Paul says if we cannot control our sexual desires then we should marry (1 Corinthians 7:9). In fact this is the only reason which Paul gives as to why we should marry in this passage. Many people struggle in the realm of sexual desire and temptation, so it is not easy for many of us to remain single. Indeed marriage is far better for someone who struggles to control these desires.
· Some people have a desire to marry but they never meet someone. When this is the case, it is more a matter of trusting that God is working our His purposes for us in our lives. We may have decided that we want to get married, but perhaps God’s plans for us are very different. Just because we might not like God’s plans for our lives, doesn’t mean that they are not what is best for us. 
What should we be doing in preparation for marriage? What kind of wife / husband would we make? How do we compare to the model in Ephesians 5 and 1 Peter 3? What then should our attitude be towards relationships with the opposite sex?

· Sometimes in looking for a godly partner we forget our own godliness. It is a waste of time worrying about relationships and getting married, rather we should concentrate on being a godly person ourselves. A godly person is an attractive person. We get so caught up in searching for love and relationships that we forget about our own holiness. It’s often when we are not looking for a relationship that one comes along from nowhere. 
· The guiding principle for all our behaviour is holiness, the important factor is not who we marry but the quality or holiness of the marriage. To get a long and successful marriage we should start working on it now by becoming more and more like Christ! “Choosing the ‘perfect’ partner doesn’t ensure a good marriage. Wisely choosing a godly partner helps. The daily decision to keep loving your partner even when it hurts is what makes a marriage last and grow” (Jensen & Payne, pg. 145-146). We should not just seek after a marriage but a marriage that will last. A lasting marriage is determined just as much by the person that we are, than by the person we marry. 
· In our generation, finding a partner is not always easy, we should pray that God would provide us with someone. We need to wait patiently and trust that God is working behind the scenes for our good. This doesn’t however mean that we shouldn’t be actively looking for a wise choice of person to marry, for as we saw last week we should be proactively seek God’s guidance. On the one hand we should not have unrealistic expectations of a perfect partner while on the other hand we should not settle in desperation for a partner who is a wrong or unwise choice of partner. 
The Gemmil test – Am I attracted physically? Do we get on? Are we friends? Do I respect them? Are they worth giving up my independence for? Do they encourage me to serve God better? Are we happy with the same kind of church? Do we have fun together? Are they boring? Are there things that grate? Will they be faithful? Do they share the same expectations of the future?

“The best preparation for marriage is not to waste time worrying about who we will marry,

 but to concentrate on being godly people ourselves.”
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Genesis 1:26-27 “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.’ So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.”
Genesis 2:18-25 “The LORD God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him’ Now the LORD God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field and all the birds of the air. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name. So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the field. But for Adam no suitable helper was found. So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs and closed up the place with flesh. Then the LORD God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. The man said, ‘This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called ‘woman,’ for she was taken out of man.’ For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh. The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.”
Ephesians 5:22-33 “Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Saviour. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church-- for we are members of his body. ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.’ This is a profound mystery--but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.”
1 Peter 3:1-7 “Wives, in the same way be submissive to your husbands so that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behaviour of their wives, when they see the purity and reverence of your lives. Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewellery and fine clothes. Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God's sight. For this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope in God used to make themselves beautiful. They were submissive to their own husbands, like Sarah, who obeyed Abraham and called him her master. You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear. Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers.”

1 Corinthians 7:1-9 “Now for the matters you wrote about: It is good for a man not to marry. But since there is so much immorality, each man should have his own wife, and each woman her own husband. The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband. The wife's body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband's body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife. Do not deprive each other except by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. I say this as a concession, not as a command. I wish that all men were as I am. But each man has his own gift from God; one has this gift, another has that. Now to the unmarried and the widows I say: It is good for them to stay unmarried, as I am. But if they cannot control themselves, they should marry, for it is better to marry than to burn with passion.”
1 Corinthians 7:32-39 “I would like you to be free from concern. An unmarried man is concerned about the Lord's affairs--how he can please the Lord. But a married man is concerned about the affairs of this world--how he can please his wife -- and his interests are divided. An unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord's affairs: Her aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit. But a married woman is concerned about the affairs of this world--how she can please her husband. I am saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but that you may live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord. If anyone thinks he is acting improperly toward the virgin he is engaged to, and if she is getting along in years and he feels he ought to marry, he should do as he wants. He is not sinning. They should get married. But the man who has settled the matter in his own mind, who is under no compulsion but has control over his own will, and who has made up his mind not to marry the virgin--this man also does the right thing. So then, he who marries the virgin does right, but he who does not marry her does even better. A woman is bound to her husband as long as he lives. But if her husband dies, she is free to marry anyone she wishes, but he must belong to the Lord.”

2 Corinthians 6:14-18 “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. As God has said: ‘I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people’. Therefore come out from them and be separate, says the Lord. Touch no unclean thing, and I will receive you.’ ‘I will be a Father to you, and you will be my sons and daughters, says the Lord Almighty’.” 
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